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This paper is concerned with expanding knowledge of how femininity/sexuality
intersections are constituted in secondary schools. Existing studies have drawn
upon Judith Butler’s notion of a ‘heterosexual matrix’ in order to understand how
intersections of femininity/sexuality are produced in schools through normative
discourses of heterosexuality and gender. Drawing on ‘after-queer’ theoretical
resources from within cultural studies that focus on the deployment of notions of
sexuality within constructions of intelligible citizenship, I explore how the
femininity/sexuality intersection within secondary schools might be complicated,
when the significance of discourses of ‘girl power’, linked with successful
neoliberal citizenship, is considered. I analyse young women’s discussions of key
‘girl power’ icons in popular culture, generated through fieldwork in an elite girls’
school in Australia. Throughout the analysis I explore how understanding
intersections of femininity/sexuality in secondary schools requires an analytical
framework that can attend to both familiar notions of heterosexuality and gender
– and their ongoing currency – as well as how notions of sexuality are mobilized
in the production of successful neoliberal girl citizens. I propose that this
analytical approach is useful in terms of avoiding the reinscription of sexuality
identity categories in education research.
Keywords: young femininities; sexualities; schooling
Introduction
Claire: Ok, excellent. And, what you’ve just been telling me about, do you see
that as having any relationship at all with the kinds of pop culture icons
like Britney Spears who are supposed to represent girl power? Like how
do you see them in relation to the things you’ve just been telling me
about?
Domenica: I think she disgraces it!
Claire: How come? How so? Can you talk about that?
Domenica: She’s such a slut! [laughs] sorry taping!
Claire: That’s ok.
Domenica: She doesn’t promote anything that’s valuable to today’s society, her
music isn’t much and if you see her on the television you don’t think ‘oh
that’s girl power, that’s a woman standing up for her rights, that’s a
completely different thing’. It’s the opposite I would say.
*Email: claire.charles@education.monash.edu.au
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This opening interaction is taken from a conversation that occurred between
myself and two students at an elite girls’ secondary school in Melbourne, Austra-
lia. I undertook some fieldwork in a Year 10 English classroom at ‘Lyla Girls’
Grammar School’1 (LGGS) as part of a study in which I explore how girls engage
‘normative’ femininities. In this paper, I will draw on this conversation, and other
textual practices generated during the fieldwork component of the research, as I
consider the notion of ‘after-queer’ and how it might be usefully mobilized to
study school-based textual practices in which young femininities are produced.
The paper contributes to scholarship that considers how schooling operates as
a site through which young femininities are (re)produced. I focus on the intersec-
tion between femininities and sexualities, building on existing studies that draw
on queer theoretical resources in understanding how these intersections are consti-
tuted in schools. Within the above extract of conversation, Domenica is talking
about what she thinks of popular icon Britney Spears in relation to the concept of
‘girl power’. Her initial response, when I ask about these things, is to exclaim
that Spears ‘disgraces’ girl power, and that she is a ‘slut’. A key issue I pursue
in this paper is the question of what is being policed, and governed, by the use
of this kind of language, in order to describe Spears. I ask what kind of norma-
tive gender identity is being promoted through the use of this label in this
context.
The intersection of femininity and sexuality, constituted in this extract, could
be understood in relation to queer theoretical resources; in particular, Judith
Butler’s notion of a heterosexual matrix. Within this ‘grid of cultural intelligibility’
(Butler 1999, 194), in which ‘policing gender is sometimes used as a way of
securing heterosexuality’ (xii), Domenica could be understood as policing gender
in a way that upholds hegemonic notions of heterosexuality. Feminist theorists
have often argued that, within normative discourses of heterosexuality, women and
girls are expected to avoid sexual promiscuity and the expression of active sexual
desire (Albury 2002; Fine 2004; Jackson 2006). They are expected to balance
being sufficiently sexually desirable with being appropriately sexually modest
(Holland et al. 1994). This means that, within contemporary Western society, they
must be suitably thin (Bordo 1993), in order to be considered heterosexually
attractive. Terms like ‘slut’ or ‘slag’ are sometimes utilized in order to police
girls’ sexualities, and to deter them from transgressing acceptable ways of being
feminine.
Yet feminist researchers have often noted that girls deploy terms like ‘slut’ or
‘slag’ to label other girls in ways that often seem quite removed from actual sexual
practices or ‘acts’ (Renold 2000). In this paper, I explore what this language might
govern, if not sexual acts and practices. If the use of the term is not governing
sexual acts and practices, or potential acts and practices, then it is important to
explore what it might actually be governing, in specific contexts. The figure of a girl
or a young woman has become increasingly prevalent within both popular culture
and academic research in recent years. As Mazzarella and Pecora note, ‘academic
studies of girls … are booming’ (2007, 105), and they label ‘girls’ studies’ as an
existing, but still emerging, field of academic inquiry. This emerging field draws
attention to multiple ways in which femininities are regulated, particularly in rela-
tion to forms of neoliberal subjectivity. In light of this scholarship, I explore some
complexities around how hetero-femininities may be produced and policed in
schooling.
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Analytical framework and methodology
The notion of ‘after-queer’ is about moving beyond tracing ‘queer’ lives and practices.
For me, it is about understanding connections that are produced between sexuality and
broader cultural processes that seek to govern young people’s subjectivities. In order
to explore this, it is necessary to split sexuality from sexual identity. As Haywood
(2008) suggests, part of the queer’s project needs to be about splitting the links
between sexual practices, or performances with sexual desire, and identity. Both
Haywood (2008) and Oswin (2008) argue, in recent articles, for the importance of
queer studies avoiding the (re)inscription of identities such as ‘homo’ and ‘hetero’
sexual. Oswin argues that ‘a queer approach can be deployed to understand much
more than the lives of “queers”’, and she advocates a move ‘beyond a sexual politics
of recognition’ (2008, 90). Queer theoretical resources can be utilized to explore how,
say, globalization intersects with, and is perhaps governed by, notions of sexuality.
Oswin advocates ‘a queer approach to such issues as transnational labour flows,
diaspora, immigration, public health, globalization, domesticity, geopolitics and
poverty’ (100). She shows how queer theoretical resources can be used to ‘deconstruct
the hetero/homo binary and examine sexuality’s deployments in concert with
racialized, classed and gendered processes’ (100).
This kind of approach to ‘queer’ is advanced by the recent work of Jasbir Puar and
Amit Rai (Puar 2006; Puar and Rai 2002). Whilst they do not describe their work in
terms of a queer politics, Puar and Rai (2002) demonstrate the centrality of sexuality
to cultural practices that demarcate ‘good’ American citizens from ‘monstrous others’
in a post September 11 climate. They show how notions of sexuality are deployed in
these constructions, suggesting that ‘queerness as sexual deviancy is tied to the
monstrous figure of the terrorist as a way to otherize and quarantine subjects classified
as “terrorists”, but also to normalize and discipline a population through these very
monstrous figures’ (2002, 126). They explore how sexuality works simultaneously
with race, ethnicity and religion in order to create patterns of inclusion and exclusion
within particular notions of American citizenship. This work, exploring connections
produced between sexuality and notions of appropriate citizenship, is useful to me in
developing an ‘after-queer’ analytical framework through which to explore young
femininities, sexualities and schooling.
In order to develop a unique after-queer framework, I am drawing on cultural
studies and youth research into young femininities, using these perspectives to
consider the production of the femininity/sexuality intersection within schooling. I
bring these perspectives together with feminist queer, post-structural perspectives on
sexuality and gender. My after-queer approach involves extending queer theoretical
resources to consider how (hetero)sexualities might be connected with broader
discourses of girlhood. The sexuality/femininity intersections produced at LGGS, I
will suggest, may not be adequately explained by normative discourses of heterosex-
uality and gender.
I am prompted to make this move of connecting education scholarship with cultural
and youth studies because broader girlhood studies scholarship, highlighting connec-
tions between girlhood, girl power and neoliberal subjectivities, cannot be ignored
within research exploring young femininities, sexualities and schooling today. Scholars
within a number of Western, post-industrial nations have written about girlhoods and
young femininities, in America (Bettie 2003; Bettis and Adams 2005; Dentith 2004;
Driver 2007; Fine 2004; Gonick 2003; Inness 1998, 2004), Canada (Currie, Kelly, and
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Pomerantz 2006, 2007), New Zealand (Jackson 2006), Israel (Lemish 2003), Australia
(Harris 2004a, 2004b; Hopkins 2002) and the UK (Allan 2009; McRobbie 2007;
Renold and Ringrose 2008; Walkerdine, Lucey, and Melody 2001). This also includes
transnational comparative work (Aapola, Gonick, and Harris 2005; Harris, Aapola, and
Gonick 2000). This body of research points to the multiple ways in which young female
subjectivities are now governed. McRobbie, for example, explores an intensified land-
scape of surveillance and regulation of young femininities today. Young women, she
argues, are now presented as subjects of economic capacity, normatively endowed with
a ‘distinct occupational identity’ (2007, 727). Together this scholarship suggests that
the ideal, new subject of neoliberal times is often presented as one who is feminine –
a young woman who is self-determined and responsible for her own well-being as well
as acting in the interests of her nation, and assisting those less privileged. Young women
are regulated significantly in relation to these incentives, as well as through more
‘traditional’ notions of hetero-femininity that remain significant.
This environment of multiplicity requires research in education to explore the
layers of meaning that hetero-femininities may have for young women in schooling.
Research needs to account for the multiple dimensions of normative young femininity
that may be shored up or governed through the production of hetero-femininities in
today’s schools. I will explore how hetero-femininities are not simply produced as a
means of regulating sexual activity, in terms of familiar ideas such as the sexual
double standard – although this practice is certainly still evident. What is needed is a
nuanced analytical lens that can accommodate complexity and layers, one that can
capture newer ways in which notions such as ‘slut’ may be working to regulate young
femininities. It is this layering and complexity that I explore, as I consider the produc-
tion of hetero-femininities at LGGS.
LGGS was chosen as the site for my fieldwork precisely because of the connection
between elite girls’ schooling and discourses of girl power. Harris suggests that such
schools are a site in which girl power is produced. ‘The site of the elite school’, she
contends, ‘is thus important in the production of a new young womanhood around
taken-for-granted excellence and forward planning for brilliant careers’ (2004a, 106).
I chose an elite school for girls as the site for my fieldwork because I am interested in
how schooling might constitute a site in which notions of girl power might intermingle
with notions of hetero-femininity in the production of young femininities/sexualities.
Common methodologies used in research on girls and schooling include ethnographic
techniques such as participant observation and interviews with students (Renold 2000;
Youdell 2005) and surveys (Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli 2005). In this paper, I draw
on observations and interviews with students as well as analysis of school-produced
media.
I am interested in these broader texts and what insights they might offer into how
young femininities/sexualities are produced in schools. I spent eight weeks attending
a Year 10 English class at LGGS in 2005. During this time, in which I was present in
class for about three hours per week, students were invited to participate in some
activities I designed, that were not part of the usual curriculum. These included writ-
ing about key girl power icons in popular culture, such as the Spice Girls and Britney
Spears. These classroom activities were supplemented with conversations outside the
classroom, in which small groups of students were invited to discuss icons of girl
power.
This methodology is influenced by inquiry into girls’ textual production, which
explores how the creation and sharing of texts can be an important site in which girls
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make meaning (Durham 1999; Finders 1997; Nayak and Kehily 2008). Furthermore,
it may also constitute a practice through which girls can critically engage, and even
undermine, normative discourses of femininity and sexuality (Albury 2002; Driver
2007; Kearney 2006). Thus, the methodology is also linked with the ideal of feminist
classroom practice (Gilbert and Taylor 1991) in which research practice cannot be
separated from the ideal of working with girls in order to support them in reflecting
on the discourses that shape who and how they can be.
The textual practices explored are analysed in relation to the various normative
femininities that may be shored up through the production of hetero-femininities. The
analysis thus extends queer theoretical resources toward understanding connections
between ‘sexuality’ and the multiplicity of ways in which young femininities are regu-
lated in schooling today. It is an analysis that insists upon the currency of sexuality in
schooling, as many other scholars have done, but moves exploration of sexuality
beyond a focus on sexuality identity categories, and how these are constituted in
schooling.
Hetero-femininities: girls, schooling and familiar notions of ‘objectification’
At times, during their conversation, students construct other young women in ways
that draw upon well-worn notions of gender and (hetero)sexuality. In their talk about
other young women they have seen, as well as popular celebrities, they sometimes
explore the line between acceptability and unacceptability in relation to sexuality, a
practice which has been well documented in previous research with schoolgirls
(Kehily 2004). One student in particular, Jane, consistently constructs hetero-feminin-
ities through familiar notions such as ‘trashiness’. In these instances, she seems to
draw on familiar notions of heterosexuality and classed ‘respectability’ (Allan 2009).
She says, of two young women she met at the tram stop, ‘they were really trashy like
they were wearing tight pants and then like way too tight tops and you could see like
it was sort of like coming out’.
Jane draws on particular notions of femininity/sexuality as a resource to create a
division between herself and the ‘other’ women. Her description of the women as
‘trashy’ can be linked with the notion of ‘slag’, and normative discourses of hetero-
sexuality that result in ‘objectified’ femininities. Embodied femininity can be associ-
ated with being a ‘slag’, explored in the work of various feminist sociologists of
education (Gilbert and Taylor 1991; Hey 1997; Youdell 2005). Social divisions are
reproduced through these citations of objectified femininity. Sexuality is used as the
currency through which other differences are articulated, including class difference.
In Jane’s account, the ‘other’ women’s sexuality seems inextricably linked to their
class position, which she assumes is lower than her own. This is illustrated in a scath-
ing remark about the women’s reference to an outer-northern suburb of Melbourne,
and her assumptions that they may have been lacking in money or education. Jane’s
construction of these women implies her own higher-class position, in which she has
access to money and education. She cites and inscribes the discourse of the whorish
or ‘trashy’ working-class woman (Skeggs 1997).
Another student, Clara, also draws on discourses of feminine heterosexual
modesty, in her construction of popular celebrity Paris Hilton: 
Clara: [under her breath] Paris Hilton’s a slut.
Claire: Do you know about Paris Hilton, like do you know much about her?
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Jane: She’s like in everything and on everything.
Susanna: She’s got a reality TV show.
Claire: You said she’s a slut Clara …
Clara: Yeah, because she gets around and um there was this video tape thingy that
everyone saw …
Claire: Yeah, I know about them too …
Clara: And now there’s like, she’s got like 50 million.
When I ask Clara why she called Hilton a ‘slut’, she explains that it is ‘because she
gets around’, citing the discourse of a sexual double standard in which women are not
permitted to be sexually active with multiple partners. Suggestions of sexual desire
and activity, according to this discourse, result in the label of promiscuity. Clara draws
on notions of female heterosexual modesty in her depiction of Hilton as a slut.
One of the utilities of Judith Butler’s work for studies of young femininities in
schools is that it enabled scholars to draw attention to the inextricably connected
nature of gender and sexuality, as well as other identity categories such as class and
ethnicity. It has encouraged, sustained and detailed analysis of these interconnections,
and how they are constituted in the mundane, everyday practices of schooling
(Epstein, O’Flynn, and Telford 2003; Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli 2005; Nayak and
Kehily 2006). The centrality of sexuality in student peer cultures has been well
documented within this research.
Recent key engagements with girls in the context of schooling in the UK have
drawn upon the notion of a heterosexual matrix to understand how sexualized and
gendered subjects come to exist within schooling. Renold (2000) and Youdell (2005)
show how femininities are constituted in schooling through being coupled with
assumed heterosexuality. Thus, schooling is shown to be an important site for the
production of ‘hetero-femininities’. In her ethnographic study, in which she spent a
year observing children in their final year of primary schooling, Renold aims to
explore ‘the dominance of sexuality in the construction of boys’ and girls’ gendered
identities’ and ‘how heterosexuality underpins most interaction and identity work as
they live out the gendered categories “boy” and “girl”’ (2000, 310). In a later paper,
she continues to find the framework of a heterosexual matrix useful, suggesting that
in children’s relationship cultures at school, ‘“doing gender” is simultaneously “doing
sexuality”’ (2006, 494). Similarly, in her ethnographic study of secondary school
students, Youdell proposes that ‘school-based practices are permeated by enduring
hetero-normative discourses that inscribe a linear relationship between sex, gender
and (hetero)sexuality within the “heterosexual matrix”’ (2005, 253). She sets out to
show ‘how particular hetero-femininities come to be authorized and prevail’ (253)
within schooling. It is the understanding that sexuality and gender are inextricably
connected that prompts these authors to take up the notion of ‘hetero-femininities’ in
coming to understand how young femininities are constituted in schooling.
This way of conceptualizing gender, drawing on Butler, can be linked with queer
theory because it attempts to illustrate the performative, and thus contingent nature, of
connections between ‘sex’, ‘gender’ and ‘sexuality’ that might otherwise be assumed
to be ‘natural’. As Jagose (1996) has suggested, ‘[b]roadly speaking, queer describes
those gestures or analytical models which dramatise incoherencies in the allegedly
stable relations between chromosomal sex, gender and sexual desire’. Whilst both
Renold (2000) and Youdell (2005) seek to explore the performative labour involved
in the (re)production of normative sexed and gendered identities, their use of queer theo-
retical resources constructs femininity in relation to heterosexuality. Thus, sexuality
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in schooling is conceptualized in relation to sexual identity categories, and notions, such
as objectification, and a male gaze, that govern young female subjectivities.
In these examples, the analytical approach does not extend understanding of femi-
ninity in schools beyond identity categories in the way that an after-queer approach
might. It does not consider issues of girl power and neoliberalism, and the associated
production of young femininities. Analyses bound to identity axes keep possibilities
for thinking about what ‘sexuality’ is within certain limits. They construct sexuality
as something that is limited to relations between people – boys and girls, working-
class girls and middle-class girls. Yet as authors such as Puar demonstrate, sexuality
is produced through a variety of cultural practices and products, as well as through
young people’s friendship cultures. Young people’s constructions of sexuality are
likely to be mediated by these broader cultural discourses and products that extend
beyond the normative discourses of heterosexuality and gender that have been
explored and documented by feminist education researchers.
It is important to consider this in light of some scholars’ observations that girls
sometimes deploy terms like ‘slut’ or ‘slag’ in ways that seem unrelated to heterosex-
ual acts or practices. Perhaps their use of this language may be helping to govern
other ways of ‘doing girl’ that are not always related to heterosexual acts or practices.
Queer theoretical resources, in this case Butler’s heterosexual matrix, can be
extended to consider these inter-connections between sexuality and broader cultural
phenomena. Butler notes that ‘under conditions of normative heterosexuality, polic-
ing gender is sometimes used as a way of securing heterosexuality’ (1999, xii). She
asks, ‘how often are gender norms policed precisely in the service of shoring up
heterosexual hegemony?’ (1999, xii). But what is the gender that is being policed? Is
femininity simply hetero-femininity? Another way of posing this question is to ask
what kind of gender normativity is being shored up by citations of hetero-femininity?
How might the articulation of hetero-femininities be regulating femininities in
multiple ways?
Girl power: young femininities and neoliberal subjectivities
In a poster (Figure 1) that I observed on a pillar in the corridor at LGGS, a glossy
image of young femininity is depicted that reminds me of a documented theme within
popular culture in which all things ‘girly’, such as the colour pink, are reclaimed as
symbols of empowerment (Hopkins 2002). The text is recognizable as a citation, and
appropriation, of the now ubiquitous image of girl power in mainstream popular
culture. Girl power is a heterosexualized construction of feminine empowerment, as it
often seems to promote confidently attracting boys or men as a source of empower-
ment (Gill 2008). But in addition to being sexually confident and powerful, the new
hetero-feminine subject of girl power is, ideally, a particular kind of citizen suited to
neoliberal times.
Figure 1. Go Grrrl poster.As girls’ studies scholars demonstrate, she is self-determined and responsible for
managing her own economic security and well-being. Such notions are also cited within
the poster, as its purpose is to invite LGGS young women to attend end-of-term work-
shops on topics such as ‘scoring a job’ and health forums about skin care and diet. In
the poster, then, the production of hetero-femininity cannot be explained in terms of
normative discourses of heterosexuality and gender and associated notions such as a
‘male gaze’. Indeed, new theoretical perspectives are required that allow insight into
the way in which this promotes an intensified kind of self-surveillance for young
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women, in a neoliberal environment where, as Gill (2008) has argued, images of women
being ‘objectified’ are perhaps being replaced by more and more messages that they
will engage in self-scrutiny and self-management. In this poster, girl power seems to
involve a combination of neoliberal self-determination and self-management, and fun,
‘sexy’ feminine embodiment.
Yet in their constructions of femininity, students would sometimes draw on
discourses associated with ‘objectified’ notions of feminine heterosexuality. It is the
relationship between these ‘older’ discourses of hetero-femininity and neoliberal
notions of young feminine citizenship that I now explore. I consider some conversa-
tions that occurred during fieldwork between myself and students. On these occasions
we were sitting in either the gardens or an empty classroom. The five students,
Domenica, Davida, Ruby, Mary and Simone, had consented to participate in focus
group discussions about girl power. As part of these conversations, I invited them to
discuss their thoughts about girl power and key icons in popular culture. The first
transcript is taken from a conversation between myself, Domenica and Davida: 
Claire: Ok, excellent. And, what you’ve just been telling me about, do you see that
as having any relationship at all with the kinds of pop culture icons like
Britney Spears who are supposed to represent girl power? Like how do you
see them in relation to the things you’ve just been telling me about?
Domenica: I think she disgraces it!
Claire: How come? How so? Can you talk about that?
Domenica: She’s such a slut! [laughs] sorry taping!
Claire: That’s ok.
Domenica: She doesn’t promote anything that’s valuable to today’s society, her music
isn’t much and if you see her on the television you don’t think ‘oh that’s girl
power, that’s a woman standing up for her rights, that’s a completely
different thing’. It’s the opposite I would say.
Figure 1. Go Grrrl poster.
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Claire: How would you say it’s the opposite?
Domenica: It’s just … the way she is … is sort of, they make men feel more superior
over women and I don’t know if she were up there singing things about, I
don’t know something different … I can’t think of an example …
When Domenica calls Spears a ‘slut’, she positions her as ‘whore’ in the virgin/
whore binary, which is a characteristic of hetero-femininity. As Youdell suggests, the
‘whore’ is the most chastized in this binary (2005, 259) and, thus, Domenica simulta-
neously positions herself as ‘virgin’. She qualifies her labelling of Spears through
reference to the ‘asymmetrical’ nature of the heterosexual matrix, in which women are
positioned as inferior to men. She suggests that icons like Spears might ‘make men
feel more superior over women’. Thus, her construction of Spears as a particular kind
of ‘girl’ is connected to her constructions of normative heterosexuality.
Hetero-femininity, however, is produced differently here from how it is produced
by Jane and Clara above. Domenica’s construction of Spears in this way is not so
obviously about classed notions of ‘trashiness’ and ‘respectability’, or the sexual
double standard. Notions are woven in that resonate strongly with discourses of girl
power that regulate young female subjectivity. Domenica qualifies her derision of
Spears by making reference to the fact that she ‘doesn’t promote anything that’s valu-
able to today’s society’. Comments made in relation to girl power, earlier in Davida’s
and Domenica’s conversation, hint at what they might understand to be a valuable
contribution to society; in which they cite particular qualities of young femininity that
relate to neoliberal girl power discourses.
Specifically, they promote the right to exercise citizenship in terms of voting and
free speech. Within discourses of girl power, young women are constructed as influ-
ential ambassadors for their nations and agents of social cohesion. They are presented
as helping generate ‘the way for future models of citizenship, participating in local
communities, and forging harmonious intercultural connections’ (Harris 2004a, 71)
and doing ‘good deeds’ (75). Domenica talks about human and civil rights, suggest-
ing that in some countries women still don’t have full citizenship rights, including the
vote. She says of Spears, ‘if you see her on the television you don’t think “oh that’s
girl power, that’s a woman standing up for her rights”’. These notions of girl
‘empowerment’, and what might be considered a ‘valuable’ activity, cannot be sepa-
rated from Domenica’s constructions of Spears as a slut. It appears that part of the
reason she is constructed as a slut is that she does not use her public profile to
‘promote anything that’s valuable’. Thus, this language, this use of the term ‘slut’,
may in fact be promoting a kind of feminine subjectivity linked with girl power and
neoliberalism. The way previous scholarship in education has drawn on the hetero-
sexual matrix in understanding hetero-femininities in schools cannot account for the
layers evident here.
Later in the conversation, Davida comments on the way in which young women
attending LGGS are encouraged to be ‘independent’ and strive for their dream job.
She mentions that at LGGS they are encouraged to get, not just any job but the ‘job
you really want’. This cites notions of girl power that involve reflexively building
one’s future and making independent decisions toward achieving one’s dreams. As
McRobbie states, ‘Girls must have a life plan. They must become more reflexive in
regard to every aspect of their lives’ (2004, 261). Harris (2004a, 8) argues that girl
power presents young female self-determination as leading toward dazzling careers.
These notions of girl power, cited in Davida’s and Domenica’s conversation, shape
the way hetero-femininities are articulated in relation to icon Britney Spears. It
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appears that, for these young women, girl power is more about promoting human and
civil rights, and developing financial independence, than it is about embodying sexual
confidence and hyper-femininity. Domenica’s assertion that Spears is a slut seems to
arise from a concern about her lack of more substantial girl power credentials. Thus,
these notions about girl power shape the citations of hetero-femininity generated by
drawing on Spears. She may be defined as a slut or ‘slag’ because, in Domenica’s
eyes, she is not singing about something more ‘valuable’. Indeed, Domenica’s label-
ling of Spears as a ‘slut’ may well relate more to how she understands girl power than
to Spears’ actual sexual behaviours.
For Ruby, the term ‘slut’ is rejected as a possible label for Spears. In a conversa-
tion with her group, she asserts that: 
Oh I don’t think she [Spears] looks slutty, I think, well my image of a slut or whatever,
is someone who just looks really dirty and who doesn’t have respect for themselves and
who isn’t wearing nice clothes, kind of more like a prostitute than Britney who has a
really good life and just has to put that image out, like for herself. I don’t consider
Britney a slut, I don’t think she looks like one either.
Ruby’s deliberations around what is and isn’t a slut is not really about rejecting the
appearance of being ‘sexual’, or even particular sex acts. It is more about the signifi-
cance of self-determination. A ‘slut’ is someone who has no choice, someone who is
not doing it ‘for themselves’. Spears is constructed as doing it ‘for herself’, which
cites notions about self-determination so central to discourses of girl power. This
shapes the way sexuality is constructed by Ruby. A ‘slut’ is someone who doesn’t
have a choice, who is not self-determined. It is not as though anyone wearing skimpy
clothes and lipstick is constructed in this way. The use of this label, by both Ruby and
Domenica, seems to be about how the individual students place Spears in relation to
particular norms of young femininity that gather around being self-determined and
having something valuable to say.
The connection between girl power and hetero-femininity is articulated in a differ-
ent way through another student, Simone’s, construction of young Australian singer
Casey Donovan. The then 16-year-old Donovan won the 2004 Australian Idol singing
competition. Simone makes it abundantly clear on more than one occasion that certain
ways of being embodied are not acceptable. This is particularly highlighted when she
makes reference to Donovan, who, for Simone, clearly transgresses the boundary of
acceptable feminine appearance. 
Simone: Casey Donovan last night on Idol she was like, she is so fat. She’s put on so
much weight, like if I was in the spotlight I’d be like this [indicates minis-
cule size with her fingers].
Mary: Yeah, like I didn’t think it was good when she won anyway not because
she’s fat but because it’s unhealthy.
Simone: No but she’s not a very good ambassador for Australia.
Claire: How come?
Simone: Don’t you think like if we sent her over to England to sing they’d be like
[pulls funny face].
Mary: Yeah, they’d be like …
Simone: No offence, but …
Claire: I haven’t seen her lately but …
Simone: She’s like double what she was and like don’t you think if we sent over
Anthony Callea2 to sing, like how much more of an Australian ambassa-
dor he’d be? He’s like sung with Pavarotti and he’s done all this stuff and
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he’s a really good singer, don’t you think we’d rather have him as an
ambassador?
Mary: And you feel bad like judging her and being like …
Simone: You don’t want to say she’s fat but she is!
Mary: Yeah, she is and it’s like …
Simone constructs singer Casey Donovan as a ‘drag’ who is not adequately attrac-
tive. In using the term ‘drag’ here I draw on Cowie and Lees’ (1981) use of the term
as part of a slag/drag binary akin to the virgin/whore dichotomy described by Youdell.
My use of the term here, however, refers specifically to a failure to be deemed
attractive and desirable. This construction of Donovan as a ‘drag’ can be read in terms
of hetero-femininities and the tendency for girls and young women to construct them-
selves and each other as ‘too fat’, ‘too thin’, ‘ugly’ or ‘pretty’. As Renold (2000)
notes, this tends to be related to the assumed level of heterosexual desirability. It is
also linked to the workings of a male gaze, in which women are required to be suffi-
ciently attractive and desirable. Once again, however, the significance of sexuality
here is not the only salient factor involved in Simone’s construction of Donovan.
There are also some very pertinent links to discourses of girl power.
Simone constructs Donovan as unintelligible. Yet her unintelligibility as a young
woman is not simply related to her transgression of hetero-feminine norms of being
appropriately thin and attractive. It is also related to her apparent failure to be a subject
of girl power. Simone makes reference to some key discourses around girl power that
I have explored. In particular, the notion of being a leader and ambassador for one’s
nation is raised. Simone suggests that Donovan is not able to be an effective girl power
subject because of her weight. Casey Donovan is constructed as an unintelligible girl
power subject because she has transgressed the boundary of acceptable girl power
weight. Thus, the desire to become an effective ambassador for the country is tied up
in the ongoing articulation of objectified hetero-femininities. The notion of ‘drag’ is
spoken through the currency of girl power.
These constructions of hetero-femininity and girl power suggest that the produc-
tion of hetero-femininities, at LGGS, cannot be adequately understood in terms of
normative discourses of heterosexuality and gender. Both objectified notions of
hetero-femininity and neoliberal notions of girl power are maintained and cited
through these students’ discussions of celebrity icons. Those perceived as inadequate
subjects of girl power are constructed as ‘sluts’ or ‘drags’. The students’ citations of
hetero-femininities certainly demonstrate a coupling of femininity and sexuality, as
explored by education scholars. Yet they also demonstrate a complex intersection of
girl power, femininity and sexuality. Attending to the role of girl power in these
constructions of gender allows for a more complex understanding of the production of
hetero-femininities at LGGS.
An after-queer approach: sexuality and normative femininities at school
A key theme in exploring the femininity/sexuality intersection in school research has
been to draw on normative discourses of heterosexuality, in which women are posi-
tioned as passive objects of desire, and men are positioned as active subjects of
desire. Butler’s heterosexual matrix has become an important theoretical resource that
has helped scholars make sense of these complex intersections, and how they are
constituted in the everyday practices of schooling. What I have offered in this paper
is an ‘after-queer’ approach that examines how the femininity/sexuality intersection
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is being constituted in more complex and layered ways in a particular school context.
Whilst familiar hetero-femininities are still cited and produced within LGGS, ‘newer’
hetero-femininities are also produced, sometimes within the very same textual
practices. These hetero-femininities are associated with neoliberal subjectivity and
girl power.
The theoretical resources associated with queer theory can be drawn upon to
analyse how hetero-femininities may be governing particular normative notions of
girlhood in the constitution of young femininities within educational contexts. This is
a way of thinking beyond sexuality identity categories in understanding the production
of sexualities within schooling. It constitutes my way of taking up an after-queer
position in order to explore young femininity/sexuality within schooling. In addition
to exploring the inextricably connected nature of femininity and sexuality within
schooling, I explore the possibility that hetero-femininities can be connected with girl
power at LGGS. I consider the possible role of sexuality in governing and promoting
neoliberal feminine subjectivities in school contexts.
The field of girls’ studies highlights how particular versions of young heterosexual
femininity are becoming tied to the ideal vision of neoliberal subjectivity. These
hetero-femininities are somewhat distinct from the hetero-femininities that have often
been documented by feminist educational researchers. Butler’s framework for think-
ing about the sex–gender–sexuality connection, as it has been taken up in education
research so far, has not been utilized in order to think through some of the newer ways
in which young femininities and heterosexualities are regulated in schools.
Relationships between hetero-femininities and appropriate young neoliberal girl
citizens in schooling need to be explored. An after-queer analytical approach is one
that draws attention to the myriad ways in which sexuality may be taken up in
articulations of Western citizenship in neoliberal times. It is an approach that moves
knowledge of sexuality and gender beyond their inter-relationship – as though this
exists in a vacuum – toward an understanding of how they become bound up in
broader articulations of neoliberal identity, inclusion and exclusion.
By deploying the after-queer analytical framework I have developed, it is possi-
ble to see how sexuality, in these instances, is about more than normative discourses
of hetero-femininity that have been explored in some existing examples of school-
based research. It can be argued that sexuality, and the body, in these students’
conversations, are tied up in the governing, and promotion, of young feminine
subjectivities that are linked with neoliberalism. The after-queer framework that I
offer contributes uniquely to the field of sexuality and gender studies in education. It
offers new ways of understanding how sexuality and gender identity categories, and
their intersection, are constituted in schools. This new contribution gathers around
thinking about the nature and place of ‘sexuality’ in the processes and practices of
schooling that regulate young femininities in relation to neoliberal discourses of girl
power.
In closing
In this paper, I have taken up an after-queer position, in which I have attempted to
extend the heterosexual matrix as an analytical lens for exploring the production of
young femininities within schooling. I have offered a reading of school-produced
textual practices that are attuned to the way ‘sexualities’ in schools might be
produced in relation to broader discourses of girl power, which are linked with
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neoliberal subjectivities, as well as in relation to familiar identity categories such as
‘hetero-femininity’.
I have developed an after-queer analytical approach by bringing together cultural
and youth studies scholarship on young femininities with educational research draw-
ing on queer theoretical resources. Merging these analytical frameworks, in an after-
queer approach, has allowed for new understandings of young femininities in two key
ways. First, it has helped me explore how the production of neoliberal subjects is often
sexualized and gendered. This has not always been explored within existing accounts
of the connections between neoliberalism and girls’ subjectivities in school contexts.
I have shown how at LGGS the promotion of ‘new’ normative girlhoods remains
linked with, and affirming of, particular notions of female heterosexuality.
Second, it has allowed me to think about how sexuality in school contexts can be
understood beyond familiar normative discourses of heterosexuality. In the examples
I provide of girls’ talk, there is more happening than the shoring up of heterosexual
hegemony. The policing of gender norms is also about the promotion of particular
ways of being gendered, or being a girl, that are associated with successful neoliberal
citizenship. Gender norms are thus policed by the girls in ways that secure normative
girl power femininity, as well as normative notions of heterosexual femininity. Devel-
oping an after-queer analytical framework has supported my exploration of how
hetero-feminine sexualities are governed by, and governing of, normative girlhoods
linked to neoliberalism.
The frame of reference for understanding young women and sexualities in schools
needs to keep moving beyond the intersection of sexuality and gender, and include
analysis of how notions of sexuality are deployed in the (re)production of young
feminine subjectivities linked with girl power and neoliberal citizenship. This is
perhaps particularly relevant in the Western cultural context explored in this paper.
Yet it is also important in terms of promoting the continued disruption and transmu-
tation of what is meant by sexuality in educational contexts. And indeed, what is
meant by sexuality in any context. Such transmutation is useful in terms of problem-
atizing and moving beyond the reinscription of sexuality identity categories in
generating knowledge about sexualities in schools.
Acknowledgements
I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers, and the editorial team, for their comments on
prior drafts of this paper.
Notes
1. Lyla Girls’ Grammar School is a pseudonym.
2. Anthony Callea is the young man who was runner up to Donovan in the final of the 2004
Australian Idol competition. Yet his career in the years directly following the competition
has been markedly more successful than Donovan’s. In the same few years, Donovan has
appeared in more than one women’s magazine accompanied by stories about her ‘weight
disaster’ and more, recently, her ‘triumph’ for losing 15 kilograms.
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